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I report here on several sightings in southern California of the reef cometfish, Fistularia

commersonii Ruppell, 1838. These records mark the first time this species has been reported

firom California marine waters.

Mr. Bill Powers reported an unverified sighting on 7 November 2015 at Little Flower Reef,

San Clemente Island (32°50.399*N, li8°22.136’W). Mr. Powers was diving over a sand-shell

hash slope adjacent to a vertical rock wall in about 12 m of water. The approximately one-

meter-long fish was more or less motionless and Mr. Powers was able to obseive it for several

minutes, eventually approaching and touching it. Mr. Powers reports that the fish was green in

color with blue spots and stripes and had a long filament extending from its caudal fm. This fish

was not photographed.

A second sighting was made by Ms. Sandy Dildine on 12 November 2015 within Crescent

Bay, Laguna Beach (33°32.7'N, 117°48.3’W) in 7 mof water with surface water temperature

at this site of about 20°C. This approximately one-meter-Iong fish was slowly swimming just

above the bottom. Photographs and videos of this fish taken on 12 and 13 November 2015

show a green fish with blue spots and stripes. Ms. Dildine noted that when the fish was more

or less motionless it had a series of dark bars along its body as well as bright, light blue spots

and stripes (Fig. 1). When actively swimming, the bars of this individual quickly disappeared

and the stripes and spots became darker (Fig. 2). Ms. Dildine also observed what was likely

the same individual within the same circumscribed area (of about 10 m) on 19, 20, and 22

November 2015. In these instances, the fish was associated with an aggregation of blacksmith,

Chromis punctipinnis (Cooper, 1 863).

Three cometfish species live in the Pacific Ocean: Fistularia commersonii Riippell, 1838,

reef cometfish; Fistularia corneta Gilbert & Starks, 1 904, deepwater cometfish; and Fistularia

petimba Lacepede, 1803, red cometfish. All range widely in the IndO“Pacifi.c {E petimba is also

found in the Atlantic Ocean). In the eastern Pacific, Fistularia corneta occurs as far north as

Huntington Beach, southern California (Curtis and Herbinson 2001) and southwards to Callao,

Peru (Chirichigno and Velez 1998), including the Gulf of California (Fischer et al. 1995) and

Islas Galapagos (Grove and Lavenberg 1997). Fistularia petimba is absent from the eastern

Pacific (Nakabo 2002). Of these taxa, F. commersonii is the only species that is green with

blue spots and stripes (Tliomson et al. 2000, Robertson and Allen 2015) as F. corneta is orange

or brown with pink dorsal, anal, and caudal fins (Robertson and Allen 2015) and F. petimba is

red to orange-brown (Kells and Carpenter 2011). Thus, based on color and pattern, it is highly

likely that the San Clemente Island and Laguna Beach individuals are F. commersonii.

These California sightings extend the eastern Pacific range to southern California. The pre-

vious northernmost range was Bahia Magdalena (Thomson et al 2000) to Iquique, northern

Chile (Sielfeld et al. 2010), including the Gulf of California (Fischer et al. 1995) and Islas Gala™

pagos (Grove and Lavenberg 1997). They have been reported from surface waters to depths of

132 m(Mundy 2005). This species reaches a maximum length of 1.6 m (Fischer et al 1995).
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Fig. 1 . Dorsal view of a stationary reef cometfish, Fistularia commersonii, showing dark bars and lighter spots

and stripes. Photographed on 13 November 2015 off Laguna Beach, southern California, by Ms. Sandy Dildine.

These fish were observed during a very strong El Nino and were part of a wave of tropical

reef fish species (including cardinalfishes and damselfishes) that were observed in southern

California during 2015. It is interesting to note that the southern-most capture of F. commerso-

nii, in northern Chile, also took place during an El Nino (Sielfeld et al. 2010) and that the

Fig. 2. Dorsal view of a swimming reef cometfish lacking bars and having darker spots and stripes.

Photographed on 13 November 2015 off Laguna Beach, southern California, by Ms. Sandy Dildine.
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Huntington Beach records of E corneta, based on the capture of two small fishes, occurred dur-

ing the waning months of the 1997-1998 El Nino (Curtis and Herbinson 2001).

Notes Added in Proof. On 6 December 2015, Mr. Mike Couffer observed and photographed a

small (4 cm TL) F. commersonii, swimming near the sea floor just south of the Newport Pier,

southern California (33°36'N, 117°56'W). Similar to the San Clemente Island and the Laguna

Beach individuals, this individual was identified based on its green color and blue spotting on

the back. This specimen represents the northernmost record for this species.

A paper by Jackson et al. (2015) postulates, based on F. commersoniVs rapid recent coloniza-

tion of the entire Mediterranean Sea via the Suez Canal, that this species may be particularly

well adapted to expand its geographic range when opportunities arise.
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